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(57) A system interactively controlled by a TV viewer 
remote control transmitter displays current or future pro- 
gramming information superimposed over the nonnal 
programming displayed on any channel accessible to 
the viewer's display screen. Identification signal data 
are accessed and generated by the computer for dura- 
tions defined in the identification signal data either au- 
tomatically or in response to the TV viewer remote. In- 
formation signal data are accessed and generated by 
the computer in response to the TV viewer remote. A 
signal combiner superimposes the identification signal 
or the information signal over the viewer usable signal 
of any selected channel from the tuner. The identifica- 
tion signal may include data defining an Icon or textual 
matter alerting a viewer to the availability of information 
data. The information signal may include program de- 
scriptive data, schedule data, pricing data and/or pay- 
ment authorization and recording prompt data and the 
like sequenced for interactive control of the computer by 
the viewer. The identification signal may be specially 
dedicated to a nonmal programming information channel 
so that the viewer can interact with respect to specific 
programs identified without changing from the program- 
ming information channel. Thus, the viewer is able to 
receive an automatic alert to availability of current and 
future programming and to elect to interactively exercise 
a variety of options with respect to such current and fu- 
ture programming without intermption of presently 
viewed programming. 
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Description 

Background of the Invention 

[0001] This invention relates generally to interactive 
video communications and more particularly concerns 
viewer controlled selection of programming guide infor- 
mation and programming. 

[0002] Progranhming guide infonnnation is presently 
displayed to the home TV viewer in non-interactive pag- 
es or scrolls of characters conveying programming 
guide infomnation. Presently known in-home video 
guide hardware is either attached to or manufactured 
within a television set and produces interactive program 
guides that allow users, at their leisure, to peruse pro- 
gram infonnation and make a viewing selection based 
upon information presented. However, the viewer either 
has to wait through a scroll of the information, view the 
information on a page of text, or manually navigate to 
the information. Unless the viewer manually navigates 
to event information provided or happens to view the in- 
formation in a scroll or pages of text, the viewer is una- 
ware of the cun^ent and future events that are available. 
[0003] It is, therefore, an object of this invention to 
provide a process and in-home video guide hardware 
by which a home viewer may be informed, in real-time, 
of events that are available currently or will in the future 
be available for viewing. Another object of this invention 
is to provide a process and in-home video guide hard- 
ware which alert a viewer to the availability of selected 
current or future program events. Yet another object of 
this invention is to provide a process and in-home video 
guide hardware which penmit a viewer to access infor- 
mation about selected programming without changing 
channels. Another object of this invention is to provide 
a process and in-home video guide hardware which per- 
mit a viewer to interact with information and prompts re- 
specting selected programming without changing chan- 
nels. A further object of this invention is to provide a 
process and in-home video guide hardware which as- 
certain whether an event is current or future. Still anoth- 
er object of this invention is to provide a process and in- 
home video guide hardware which pemnitthe viewer to 
choose whether a program will be recorded or not re- 
corded. It is also an object of this invention to provide a 
process and in-home video guide hardware which per- 
mit the viewer to choose whether a program wilt be re- 
corded with or without copy protection. Yet another ob- 
ject of this invention is to provide a process and in-home 
video guide hardware which permit the viewer to view a 
display of the cost of the event. And it is an object of this 
invention to provide a process and in-home video guide 
hardware which pennit the viewer to authorize payment 
for access to a selected program. 

Summary of the Invention 

[0004] In accordance with the invention, a system in- 



teractively controlled by a TV yjewer. remote control 
transmitter displays current or future programming in- 
formation superimposed over the normal programming 
displayed on any channel accessible to the viewer's dis- 
5 play screen. A tuner receives TV radio frequency or op- 
tical transmission signals in a plurality of cable channels 
and passes a viewer usable signal of any selected one 
of the channels to a signal combiner. A computer re- 
ceives any of a plurality of control signals from the TV 
10 viewer remote control transmitter. It also receives from 
the tuner and stores data contained in a current and fu- 
ture programming identification signal and data con- 
tained in a current and future programming Information 
signal. The identification signal contains data indicating 
15 the availability of the infonnation signal. The information 
signal contains data descriptive of and/or facilitating in- 
teraction with current and future programming. Portions 
of the stored identification signal data are accessed and 
generated as an output identification signal by the com- 
20 puterf or durations defined in the identification signal da- 
ta either automatically at times defined in the identifica- 
tion signal data or in response to a selected one of the 
plurality of control signals from the TV viewer remote 
control transmitter. Portions of the stored infonnation 
25 signal data are accessed and generated as an output 
infomnation signal by the computer in response to a se- 
lected one of the plurality of control signals from the TV 
viewer remote control transmitter The signal combiner 
superimposes the identification output signal or the in- 
30 formation output signal over the viewer usable signal of 
any selected channel from the tuner to provide a display 
signal for input to the viewer's display screen. The iden- 
tification signal may include data defining an icon or tex- 
tual matter alerting a viewer to the availability of infor- 
ms mation data or may include^ata enabling access to 
such icon or textual matter data as may be already 
stored elsewhere in the computer. The infonrrmtion sig- 
nal may include program descriptive data, schedule da- 
ta, pricing data and/or payment authorization and re- 
40 cording prompt data and the like sequenced for interac- 
tive control of the computer by the viewer and may also 
include data programming the interactive operation of 
the computer or data initiating operation of an interactive 
operating program resident in the computer. 
45 [0005] In one specially preferred embodiment, the 
identification signal may be specially dedicated to a nor- 
mal programming infonnation channel so that the viewer 
can interact with respect to specific programs identified 
without changing from the programming infonnation 
50 channel. Furthennore, the identification data can be in- 
corporated in the nomnal programming signal so that no 
identification signal need be sent to or received from the 
computer. 

[0006] Thus, the viewer is able to receive an automat- 
55 ic alert to availabil'rty of current and future programming 
and to elect to interactively exercise a variety of options 
with respect to such current and future programming 
without Intermption of presently viewed programming. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 

[0007] Other objects and advantages of the invention 
will become apparent upon reading the following de- 
tailed description and upon reference to the drawings in 
which: 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a preferred em- 
bodiment of the hardware of the interactive special 
events video signal navigator system; 
FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating a preferred se- 
quence of process steps and options of the interac- 
tive special events video signal navigator system; 
FIG. 3 is a representation of a video screen display 
of a typical special events output identification sig- 
nal superimposed over a normal programming sig- 
nal; 

FIG. 4 is a representation of a video screen display 
of a typical special events output information signal 
containing program description data superimposed 
over a normal programming signal; 
FIG. 5 is a representation of a video screen display 
of a typical special events output information signal 
containing price information and authorization op- 
tion data for interaction by the viewer superimposed 
over a normal programming signal; 
FIG. 6 is a representation of a video screen display 
of a typical special events output information signal 
containing "record" option data for interaction by the 
viewer superimposed over a normal programming 
signal; 

FIG. 7 is a representation of a video screen display 
of a typical special events output information signal 
containing data confinning interaction to the viewer 
superimposed over a normal programming signal; 
FIG. 8 is a representation of a video screen display 
of a nomnal programming signal without superimpo- 
sltion of a special events output identification or in- 
formation signal; and 

FIG. 9 is a representation of a video screen display 
of atypical special events output identification sig- 
nal superimposed over a normal programming sig- 
nal of a program information channel. 

[0008] While the invention will be described in con- 
nection with a preferred embodiment, it will be under- 
stood that it is not intended to limit the invention to that 
embodiment. On the contrary, it is intended to cover all 
alternatives, modifications and equivalents as may be 
included within the spirit and scope of the invention as 
defined by the appended claims. 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

[0009] Turning first to FIG. 1 , the components of the 
interactive special events video signal navigation sys- 
tem are illustrated. A computer 11 having a command 
infomnation receiver, preferably an infrared or radio fre- 



quency receiver 1 3, provides a control signal 1 5 to a tun- 
er 17 and a picture image signal 19 or 20 to a digital 
video board 21 . The tuner 17 converts or demodulates 
radio frequencies or optical transmissions to a signal us- 
5 able by the viewer to output a norma! programming sig- 
nal 23 selected from a plurality of normal programming 
signals 25 input to the tuner 1 7 from the cable source 
(not shown), typically frequency division multiplexed 
video, audio and data signals transmitted via a coaxial 
10 cable, over-the-air radio frequencies or fiber optics. The 
tuner 17 also receives current and future programming 
identification and/or information signals 26 and 28 from 
the cable source (not shown) and feeds corresponding 
current and future programming identification and/or in- 
15 fomnation signals 1 6 and 1 8 for storage in the computer 
11 . The identification signals 1 6 contain data relative to 
the availability of information signals 18 and the infor- 
mation signals 18 contain data descriptive of and/or fa- 
cilitating interaction by the viewer with options relating 
20 to current and future programming. The computer 1 1 au- 
tomatically accesses selected portions of the data 
stored from the output identification signal 16 at times 
and for durations defined in that data and generates a 
corresponding picture image signal 19. The computer 
25 11 also accesses selected portions of the data stored 
from the output infomiation signal 18 in response to a 
selected one of the plurality of control signals from the 
TV viewer remote control transmitter 1 3 to the computer 
11 and generates a picture image signal 20. The digital 
30 video board 21 receives the picture image signal 19 or 
20 from the computer 1 1 and converts the digital data 
into a video signal 27 . The tuner output or base program- 
ming signal 23 has superimposed thereon in a genlock 
signal combiner or overtayer 29 the video image signal 
35 27 from the digital video boarB 21 . The combined signal 
31 is then displayed on a video signal display device 
such as the display screen 33 of the viewer's television. 
The viewer sends commands to the receiver 13 to con- 
trol the operation of the computer 11 by the use of a re- 
40 mote control transmitter, preferably an infrared or radio 
frequency transmitter 35. The computer 11 is based on 
a microprocessor and may utilize random access (RAM) 
and/or read only (ROM) memory. The software neces- 
sary to operate the microprocessor may be embedded 
45 in the device or, as explained above, downloaded via 
the cable system (not shown) through the tuner 1 7 to 
the computer 1 1 . The identification and infomnation sig- 
nals 26 and 28 to the tuner 1 7 and corresponding signals 
16 and 1 8 to the computer 1 1 may be transmitted in sin- 
50 gie or separate packages. 

[0010] The above-described interactive special 
events video signal navigation system components op- 
erate in response to the control of the computer 11 . As 
shown in FIG. 2, while the home viewer is watching pro- 
55 gramming presented on his display 33 in response to 
the tuner 17 feeding any basic program signal 23 from 
the input selections 25 to the genlock combiner 29, the 
computer 1 1 may be automatically prompted by data re- 
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ceived in an identification signal 1 6 to cause a "special 
event" indicator to appear on the viewer's display 33. 
Looking at FIG. 3, the special event indicator 101 may 
appear as an icon 51 or as textual nnaterial 53 or a com- 
bination of icon 51 and textual information 53 in the view- 
er's display 33 superimposed over nonnal programming 
50. When the icon 51 and/or textual material 53 appear, 
the system proceeds to a "remote control button 
pressed?" inquiry 1 03 and detemnines whether the view- 
er has responded to the presence of the special event 
indicator 1 01 by pressing a button on the remote control 
35. If the viewer has not pressed a button on the remote 
control 35. then the program proceeds to a "display time 
expired?" option 105. At this step the system inquires 
as to whether the special events indicator 101 has been 
displayed for a minimum time period established by data 
in the identification signal 16. If the answer to this inquiry 
is "YES," then the special events indicator 101 will be 
removed at step 1 07 and the viewer's display 33 will re- 
turn to the normal programming 50 only, as is illustrated 
in FIG. 8. If the answer to the "delay time expires?" in- 
quiry 105 is "NO," the program is rerouted through the 
"remote control button pressed?" inquiry 103. If the re- 
sponse to the "remote control button pressed?" inquiry 
1 03 is "YES," the system next proceeds to a "viewer re- 
quest information?" inquiry 1 09 at which it is determined 
whether the viewer has pressed a remote control button 
inaicative of a desire to obtain further infomnation re- 
garding the event related to the special event indicator 
1 01 . if the answerto this inquiry is "NO then the system 
proceeds again to the "display time expired?" inquiry 
105 for further processing as hereinbefore explained. If 
the answerto the "viewer request infonrtation?" inquiry 
109 is "YES," then the system proceeds to a "display 
infomnation" condition llUn this condition, the viewer 
display 33 includes a display of program infomnation 55 
superimposed on the nomrial programming 50. As 
shown , the inf onnation 55 includes a prompt to the view- 
er asking whether the viewer wishes to order the special 
event described in the infomnation or wishes to cancel 
the operation of the system. With this prompt displayed, 
the system proceeds to a "viewer accepts?" option 113 
in which the viewer can choose to "order" or "cancel." 
If, by use of the remote control 35, the response to the 
"viewer accepts?" inquiry 113 is "NO." then the system 
is directed to the nomnal programming step 1 07 in which 
only normal programming 50 appears on the viewer's 
display 33. If, in response to the "viewer accepts?" in- 
quiry 1 1 3, the viewer indicates "YES" by operation of an 
appropriate button on the remote control 35, then the 
program proceeds to a "requires authorization?" inquiry 
115. If the event is a pay-per-view event, information rel- 
evant to pricing and authorization will have been includ- 
ed in the data fomning the information signal 16 fed to 
the computer 11 . If the answer to the "requires authori- 
zation?" inquiry 1 1 5 is "YES," then the viewer display 33 
will include the normal programming 50 with the pay- 
per-view infomnation 57 superimposed thereon, as is il- 



lustrated in FIG. 5. As shown, that pay-per-view infor- 
mation 57 may include an opportDnity for the viewer to 
enter a PIN number by use of the remote control 35 at 
a "viewer input personal identification number" step 117 
5 of the process. If the answer to the "requires authoriza- 
tion?" inquiry 115 is "NO" or if the viewer inputs a per- 
sonal identification number at step 1 1 7, the system pro- 
ceeds to a "current or future event?" inquiry 1 1 9. If data 
stored in the computer indicates that the answer to this 
10 inquiry 11 9 is "current," then the system proceeds to a 
"viewer is tuned to event" step 121 in which only the 
event identified by the original special events indicator 
101 will appear on the viewer's display 33. If the re- 
sponse to the "cun-ent or future event?" inquiry 119 is 
15 'luture," then the system proceeds to a display of infor- 
mation step 122 In which a prompt 59 inquires to wheth- 
er taping is desired, as is shown in FIG. 6. The system 
then proceeds to a "desires taping?" inquiry 123. If the 
viewer's response to the "desires taping?" inquiry 123 
20 via the remote 35 is "NO," then the system proceeds to 
a 'luture event action is stored" step 125 in which the 
system will automatically display the selected event at 
its scheduled time. If the response to the "desires tap- 
ing?" inquiry 123 via the remote 35 is "YES," then the 
25 system proceeds to a "VCR taping action is stored" step 
127 from which the system will further proceed to the 
•luture event action is stored" step 125 and taping of the 
selected event will also be automatically initiated at the 
scheduled time of the event. After the "future event ac- 
30 tion is stored" step 125, the system proceeds to a re- 
quest accepted step 1 29 in which confirmation informa- 
tion 61 is superimposed over the normal programming 
50 on the viewer's display 33 as shown in FIG. 7 to ac- 
knowledge that the viewer's commands have been en- 
35 tared into the system. After ^ predetermined lapse of 
time, the system continues to a normal programming 
step 107 at which normal programming 50 is continued 
as illustrated in FIG. 8 until such time as the action in- 
dicated by the viewer is taken by the system. 
40 [0011] Turning to FIG. 9, the application of the navi- 
gation system to a programming information channel is 
illustrated. The identification signal 19 passed by the 
computer 11 for superimposition over the normal pro- 
gramming 23 causes the textual material 63 to be su- 
45 perimposed over the nonnal programming 50 on the 
viewer's display 33. In the alternative, in the program- 
ming infomnation channel application, the use of an 
identification signal 16, 19 or 26 can be omitted all to- 
gether and the viewer made aware of the existence of 
50 the infomnation signal 18, 20 or 28 merely by use of an 
icon or by the physical positioning of the text 63 in the 
display of the nomnal programming 50. That is, the icon 
ortextual material 63 is transmitted as part of the nomnal 
programming 50 for the programming infomnation chan- 
55 nel. When an icon appears on the display or textual mat- 
ter 63 is displayed in a particular physical location on 
the display 33, the viewer is automatically alerted to the 
possible existence of an infomnation signal 20 in the 
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computer 11 and, by operation of the remote 35, can 
immediately cause the superimposition of the infomia- 
tion signal 20 over the nomial programming signal 23. 
[001 2] It is further contemplated that the icon 51 em- 
ployed in the navigation' system may be specifically cor- 5 
related to the nature of the special event identified. For 
example, icons configured as a projector might indicate 
a movie event, as a tomado might indicate a weather 
event, as a guitar might indicate a musical event, as an 
open newspaper might indicate a news events as a foot- io 
ball helmet might indicate a sporting event and so on. 
[001 3] Thus, it is apparent that there has been provid- 
ed, in accordance with the invention, an interactive spe- 
cial events video signal navigation system that fully sat- 
isfies the objects, aims and advantages set forth above. '5 
While the invention has been described in conjunction 
with specific embodiments thereof, it is evident that 
many alternatives, modifications and variations will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art and in light of the 
foregoing description. Accordingly, it is intended to en> 20 
brace all such alternatives, modifications and variations 
as fall within the spirit of the appended claims. 



Claims 

1 . A method for accessing a television event, compris- 
ing: 

automatically displaying, without user input, an 30 
indicatorthat indicates the availability of the tel- 
evision event with a first television program dis- 
played on a television; 

receiving a first user input in response to the 
indicator displayed; 

displaying information relating to the television 
event upon receipt of the first user input; 
receiving a second user input in response to the 
information displayed; 

determining if the television event is a cun'ent 
event; and 

displaying on the television the television event 
if the television event is detemnined to be that 
of a current event and the second user input is 
received. 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising: 

displaying on the television a prompt that in- 
quires whether the television event is to be re- so 
corded; 

receiving a third user input in response to the 
prompt; and 

designating the television event as to be re- 
corded in response to receipt of the third user 55 
input. 

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising: 



displaying on the television a prompt that in- 
quires whether the television event is to be or- 
dered; 

receiving a third user input in response to the 
prompt; and 

ordering the television event in response to re- 
ceipt of the third user input. 

4. The method of claim 3 further comprising: 

displaying on the television a second prompt 
that requests authorization to order the televi- 
sion event; 

receiving a fourth user input in response to the 
prompt; and 

preventing the ordering of the television event 
when the fourth user input is insufficient to au- 
thorize ordering of the television event. 

5. The method of claim 1 , 2, 3 or 4, comprising: 

designating the television event as a future 
event if the television event is determined to not 
be a cun^ent event and the second user input is 
received; 

determining when the television event be- 
comes a current event; and 
displaying on the television the television event 
when the television event becomes a current 
event. 

6. The method of claim 1 , 2, 3, 4 or 5, comprising re- 
ceiving the indicator as part of the first television 
program from a remote location. 

y 

7. The method of claim 1,2,3,4,5 or 6, comprising 
combining a signal that causes the indicator to be 
displayed with the first television program. 

8. A method for receiving information relating to a tel- 
evision event, comprising: 

automatically displaying, without user input, an 
indicatorthat indicates the availability of the tel- 
evision event with a first television program dis- 
played on a television; 

receiving a first user input in response to the 
indicator displayed; 

displaying the information relating to the televi- 
sion event upon receipt of the first user input; 
and 

automatically removing from display on the tel- 
evision, without user input, the Indicator upon 
the indicator having been displayed for a given 
period of time. 

9. The method of claim 8, further comprising: 
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receiving a second user input In response to the 
information displayed; 

displaying on the television a prompt that in- 
quires whether the television event is to be re- 
corded when the second user input Is received; 
receiving a third user input in response to the 
prompt; and 

designating the television event as to be re- 
corded in response to receipt of the third user 
input. 

10. The method of claim 8, further coniprising: 

receiving a second user input in response to the 
information displayed; 

displaying on the television a prompt that in- 
quires whether the television event is to be or- 
dered when the second user input is received; 
receiving a third user input in response to the 
prompt; and 

ordering the television event in response to re- 
ceipt of the third user input. 



17. The method of any one of claims 1 to 16, wherein 
the information includes a start time for the televi- 
sion event. 

18. The method of any one of claims 1 to 17, wherein 
the information includes a title for the television 
event. 
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19. 



20. 
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The method of any one of claims 1 to 18, wherein 
the information includes a television channel asso- 
ciated with the television event. 

The method of any one of claims 1 to 19, wherein 
the information includes a name of a person asso- 
ciated with the television event. 

The method of any one of claims 1 to 20, wherein 
the information includes an indication of the length 
of the television event. 



11. The method of claim 10, further comprising: 

displaying on the television a second prompt 
that requests authorization to order the televi- 
sion event; 

receiving a fourth user input in response to the 
second prompt; and 

preventing the ordering of the television event 
when the fourth user input is insufficient to au- 
thorize ordering of the television event. 



25 



30 



1 2. The method of claim 8, 9, 1 0 or 1 1 , comprising: 



35 



receiving a second user input In response to the 
infonnation displayed; 

detemnining if the television event Is a current 
event; and 

displaying on the television the television event 
if the television event is determined to be a cur- 
rent event and the second user input is re- 
ceived. 



40 



13. The method of any one of claims 1 to 12. wherein 
the indicator is an icon. 



14. The method of any one of claims 1 to 13, wherein 
the indicator is text. 



50 



15. The method of any one of claims 1 to 14. wherein 
the indicator is indicative of content of the television 
event. 

16. The method of any one of claims 1 to 15. wherein 
the information Includes a cost associated with the 
television event. 
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(54) Interactive special events video signal navigation system 



(57) A system interactively controlled by aTV viewer 
remote control transmitter displays current or future pro- 
gramming information superimposed over the normal 
programming displayed on any channel accessible to 
the viewer's display screen. Identification signal data 
are accessed and generated by the computer for dura- 
tions defined in the identification signal data either au- 
tomatically or in response to the TV viewer remote. In- 
fomnation signal data are accessed and generated by 
the computer in response to the TV viewer remote. A 
signal combiner superimposes the identification signal 
or the information signal over the viewer usable signal 
of any selected channel from the tuner. The identifica- 
tion signal may include data defining an icon or textual 
matter alerting a viewer to the availability of information 
data. The information signal may include program de- 
scriptive data, schedule data, pricing data and/or pay- 
ment authorization and recording prompt data and the 
like sequenced for interactive control of the computer by 
the viewer. The identification signal may be specially 
dedicated to a normal programming information channel 
so that the viewer can interact with respect to specific 
programs identified without changing from the program- 
ming infomnation channel. Thus, the viewer is able to 
receive an automatic alert to availability of current and 
future programming and to elect to interactively exercise 
a variety of options with respect to such current and fu- 
ture programming without interruption of presently 
viewed programming. 
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